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The November election brought about an enormous set of national firsts when it comes to racial/ethnic diversity.

Kamala Harris will be not only the first female but also the first African American and first Asian American vice

president, and the 117th US Congress will be the most diverse to date. However, California’s congressional

delegation (which is 62% white) has a way to go before it reflects the racial/ethnic diversity of the state

population. California state legislators are also disproportionately white, but there have been recent signs of

change.

Non-Hispanic white Californians make up 37% of the state’s population but account for 55% of likely voters

(according to PPIC Statewide Survey data) and 54% of state legislators. By contrast, nearly four in ten state

residents are Latino (39%), while Latinos comprise only 21% of likely voters and 25% of state legislators. Asians

and Pacific Islanders make up 15% of the state’s population, 14% of likely voters, and 12% of state legislators.

Representation is roughly proportionate for African Americans, who comprise 7% of the state population, 6% of

likely voters, and 8% of the legislature.

Change has been slow: chamber rosters included only 16 state legislators of color as recently as 1990, while the

2020 election brought the number to 55 (out of 120). Racial and ethnic diversity differs across party lines: 46% of

Democratic state legislators identify as white, compared to 79% of Republicans. And the assembly has historically

been more diverse than the senate. The first African American assemblymember, Frederick M. Roberts, was

elected in 1918, and the first California Native American, James C. Ramos, was elected in 2018. In the 1960s,

Alfred Song-was the first Asian/Pacific Islander elected to both the assembly (1962) and the senate (1966); and

Phil Soto and John Moreno, both elected in 1962, were the first Latino assemblymembers in modern history.

Public policies are helping diversify California’s elected representation in the state legislation as well as other

levels of government. In 1990, Proposition 140 set term limits for state legislators. While it did not immediately

modify the makeup of the state legislature, Prop 140 accelerated the trend toward diversity by opening up more

seats across the state. The creation of an independent redistricting commission in 2008 also led to a significant

increase in the number of districts with enough voters of color to determine the outcome, leading to more

diverse representation overall. Finally, the 2002 California Voting Rights Act expanded local representation for
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communities of color and may be helping create a pipeline for diverse representation in the state legislature and

congressional delegation.

Diversity matters at all levels of government. It brings more perspectives and experiences to the delivery of

services and the development of policies. It is also important to inspire future leaders and change-makers who

see themselves in the faces of their representatives, so that diverse viewpoints and ideas continue to enrich

public debate and produce better-informed policies.
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